Mast cells (MCs) are amine-storing cells with heterogeneous histological, biochemical, and functional properties. They are found in connective tissue as well as in the peripheral and central nervous system (CNS) of many mammalian species. In this study we investigated whether the distribution of MCs in the CNS of adult male CD-1 mice was modified following repeated defeat stress. Experimental subjects underwent a 3-week period of fighting encounters with a highly aggressive resident. On the test day they were divided into three groups: (a) paired with the resident for 20 min; (b) placed in a cage containing the soiled bedding of the resident for 20 min; (c) placed in a cage with clean sawdust for 20 min. Results show that previous defeat stress increases the number of MCs in the thalamus, habenula, and hypothalamus of subjects exposed to a fighting opponent or to a clean cage, compared to subjects placed in a cage with the bedding of the opponent or to a grouphoused, nondefeated control. These results, together with previous reports in birds and rodents, suggest that MCs have a wider role than previously expected and might be involved in the behavioral response to highly relevant psychosocial stimuli.
INTRODUCTION
Mast cells (MCs) are amine-storing cells with heterogeneous histological, biochemical, and functional properties (Theoharides, 1990) . They are derived from the pluripotential stem cell of the bone marrow and complete their differentiation under microenvironmental influences when they enter tissues and organs. Although several early studies failed to demonstrate mast cells within the central nervous system (CNS), further investigations revealed that these cells are present in the mammalian brain and are usually found associated with blood vessels (Ibrahim, 1974; Hough, 1988; Silver, Silverman, Vitkovic, & Lederhendler, 1996a) . The presence of MCs in the mammalian CNS is especially intriguing since the brain has long been considered an immune-privileged site that excludes circulating cells from the parenchyma. Mast cells have been observed in the cerebral cortex, the dorsal thalamus, and the leptomeninges overlying these areas in rodent brains (Dropp, 1976) . In the brain, mast cells are in an ideal position to respond to a number of local stimuli, regulating neuroimmune interactions and possibly contributing to the integration of behavior with neural activity.
There is an enormous variation in the number of MCs among individuals, species, and sexes. In the mouse brain, for example, there are considerably fewer MCs than in the rat (Hough, Khandewal, Goldschmidt, Diomande, & Glick, 1984) . Such a variability in brain MCs distribution might also be a reflection of the physiological state
